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Verulamium 


by j. N, L. Myras 

Verulamium : A Bdgic and Two Cities. By R. E, M- md T V. Wheeler. 

Reports of the Research Committee of the Society of Antiquaries of London, ho, xi. 
1936, pp. ill, with '20 plates and 49 text-ii^ures. 15J. 


T HIS splendid, volume contains the definitive record of the 
excavations carried out by Dr and Mrs Wheeler at Vemlaimum 
between TO30 and 1934, and it was complete in every' essential 
save Dublication at the time of Mrs Wheeler's death in April 1 93^. 
It forms the final monument of an archaeological partnership which 
had astonishingly developed the technique of large-scale excavation 
on Roman sites In this country in a series oi operations whose major 
landmarks, were at Carnarvon. Brecon, Caerieon, and Lydney ; 
excavations distinguished from others of their kind not so much perhaps 
bv the technical skill of their direction, though in this matter too they 
have been second, to none, at by their pre-eminent excellence as training 
schools of archaeological method to tiie students who flocked to them, 
and as aids to right thinking by the ever-widening archaeological public 
which they did so much to create. Mrs Wheeler has her memorial 
in many places : publicly in the London Institute of Archaeology and 
privately in the hearts of ail who knew her ; but many will think of 
this volume as peculiarly instinct with her genius, for every page or a 
bears witness to the comprehensiveness of her organization, the 
discipline of her energy, the patience of her leadership, and the viral 
sureness of her touch. Non ex tinguetur tn node lucerna etus. 

So much publicity' was accorded to the achievements of the 
Verulamium excavations as they progressed that there is no need to 
recount in detail the results as recorded tn this report, 1 It contains 
indeed no surprises. We arc led by easy stages itom the Belgic 
oppidum at Wheathampstead, discovered as a by-product of these 
excavations, and now saluted as the best available claimant to be the 
stronghold from which Julius Caesar dro ve Casstvelhuinus m 54 B -C-, 

i Ste. for example, Antiquity 1935, vi, 133-4? 5 * 934 * VIS ’ 2I “^- 
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to the later Belgic earthworks of Prac Wood on the hillside above the 
first Roman citv, and thence via the first city, whose ramparts may have 
been erected after Buudicca's sack in a.d. 6i, to the later city pamally 
overlapping it. Here the second century defences with their monu- 
mental gates, the triumphal arch, the unique triangular temple, and the 
houses and shops of the insulae explored in the southern part oi the 
town are described with an admirable blend of terseness and lucidity, 
and, for completeness sake, a brief account of the theatre and adjacent 
temple, already fully published elsewhere, 2 is added. The whole is 
illustrated with plans and photographs whose technical skill and 
artistic excellence are beyond ail praise. 

We have thus, in the main story of the creation and decay oi one 
of the greatest cities in the northern provinces of the Roman Empire, 
a cross-section, as it were, of urban life through three and a half of the 
most crowded and controversial centuries in the history of Britain, 
The chief impression which this story must leave on the reader is one 
of astonishment at rhe accuracy with which it reflects the general 
economic trend of those centuries as known from the historical sources 
for the age. Verukmium, with its movement down the hillside from 
squalid pre-Roman beginnings to sporadic ribbon development aiong 
the Watling Street ; with its magnificent second century expansion 
marked by' the splendid defences and public buildings of the golden 
age of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius ; with its utter economic collapse 
in the third centurv when its ruinous aspect must have ‘ borne some 
resemblance to a bombarded city ’ (p. 28) y with its brave but futile re- 
habilitation m the Cons tan tinian age, its rapid subsequent decline, shown 
bv the shrinkage of the dwindling population towards its central area, 
and its final extinction in Saxon times, seems not so much to epitomize 
as almost to caricature by over-emphasis the salient features of urban 
history in the western Roman Empire, 

But if the outlines of Verulamium’s history are now clear and con- 
form in the main to the pattern, which we should expect, there remain 
many points which will have to be cleared up before the. talc is con 1- 
plete or indeed really intelligible as a ptece^ of local history. Fire 
seasons’ work conducted even on. the scale of Dr and Mrs Wheelers 
excavations, and even allowing for their masterly selection of informa- 
tive spots for examination, has not been enough to prooc the secrets of 
so huge a site or to answer all the questions which leap to the mind on 


1 Arckasoiogui, uccxiv, sijMir. 
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the perusal of this report. Belgic Verulamium, for example. We have 
it on the best authority that a city set on a hill cannot bo hid, bat it 
must be admitted that Dr Wheeler’s 1 Belgic city ’ on the hill above 
'Verulamium. remains after all his efforts a somewhat clandestine a [fair. 
Are we really to believe that this unimpressive group of earthworks in 
Prae Wood with its shadowy continuation *o the south, with not a 
single identifiable hut-site and no intelligible western boundary was by 
itself the centre cf Tasciovanus’ power, the seat of a Belgic empire soon 
to dominate ail southeastern Britain ? Of two things at least we may be 
certain ; his palace was not there and his mint was not there ; had they 
been, we can be sure that Dr Wheeler would have found them. 

Even the ascription of the Prae Wood occupation to so early a date 
as the time of Tasciovanus (the turn of the first centuries before and 
after Christ) would appear on dose inspection of the evidence to be 
rather precariously founded. ! t is base d \ n the last r eso rt o n the a bsence 
of Italic and south-Gaulish fabrics among the small group of sherds — 
parts of only twenty -Eve vessels — occurring in the primary silt of the 
main dyke, and while the extreme danger of arguing negatively from so 
small a group is rightly emphasized by Dr Wheeler on pp, 44-45, rids 
proper caution has disappeared on page 46 where we find that 1 In 
summary . . . the ceramic evidence converges upon a date at the end 
of the hrst century E3.C, for the Belgic earthworks in their original form 
The character of the later Belgic deposits in these ditches seems to be 
responsible for this change of emphasis ; they are dated by Dr Wheeler 
(p. 45) 1 with fair certainly' to A.D. 10-35 Both these dates are really 
arbitrary : in particular tire re would seem no valid reason for fixing 
the lower limit precisely at a.d. 35, and if someone was to urge that this 
deposit could with equal plausibility be dated a.d. 25 to 43, it would be 
very' rash, with our present knowledge of Belgic ceramics, to deny the 
possibility that he was right. li so, however, the primary period 
for the preceding earthworks may be as late as a,D. 25, and their 
association with Tasciovanus who, or Dr Wheeler's chronology, died 
about a.d. 10 (p, 7) becomes perhaps rather possible than probable. 
But whatever date we choose for their construction, it is difficult to 
regard Dr Wheeler’s use of the word 1 city 1 for the Prae Wood ditches 
as anything hut a misnomer, nor, if this really was the whole ! city is 
it easy to understand the early grant of municipal status to its Romanized 
successor. 

Now if we ask ourselves what a ‘ Belgic city ’ was like in the first 
liatf of the first century a.d. in Britain, there is one good example to 
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guide us — Cam alo dunum, the capital of Cunobd intis, and the imme- 
diate successor to Verulamium as the centre of the Beigic power. This 
appears to have consisted, as the recent excavations and surface field- 
work have shown, of a large central nucleus oi solidly massed huts, pits, 
and ditches originally protected by a great dyke (Mon the plan, p, 21) 
which was totally obliterated soon after the Roman Conquest. * 1 This 
nucleus was surrounded by a wide area of country itself demarcated and 
enclosed by several more extensive lines of travelling earthworks, and 
p ro ba b ly contain i n g a nu mbe r of less impo rtbnt and satellite kra ah. Now 
while it is true that at Colchester, as at Verulamium, excavation has not 
yet struck either the king’s palace or his mint, the Colchester complex 
has at least a recognizable and thickly populated centre, in some part 
of which they presumably lie. But Beigic Yerulam, as revealed by 
Dr Wheeler, has no such centre, for by no stretch of imagination can the 
Brae Wood, ditches be equated with the dense occupation on the 
Sheepen Farm site at Colchester. Is Prae Wood, perhaps, only an 
outlying element of a once larger whole ? and, if so, where can we look 
for other and more central elements of it ? No suggestion of course 
can be other than a guess to be proved or disproved by the spade : 
but a glance at Dr Wheeler's plans will reveal one obviously possible 
area which his operations never touched. While he was at some pains 
to date the Fosse earthwork which bounded the 4 early Roman city 1 
on the west and north, and has tied it down closely to the years follow- 
ing Boudiceads revolt in A.D. the area which It enclosed, though 
optimistically labelled ' early Roman dry p on his plans, remains a 
complete blank in which not even a trial trench has been dug. Until 
we know something about the interior of this 11 early. Roman city ’ it 
can hardly be said that the hopes of finding a central nucleus for Beigic 
Verulamium have been exhausted ; and it may be worth noting not 
only that Beigic pottery in considerable quantities occurred in all Dr 
Wheeler's sections of the Fosse, but also that, of the eight Beigic coins 
round during the excavations, no fewer than five came from the 1 early 
Roman city ? while only one rumed up in Prae Wood. On the present 
evidence, in fact, we are bound to regard the possibility that the main 
F'dgic occupation and the first Roman city overlapped or coincided on 
the ground as still an entirely open question. 


3 1 have to thank Mr C. F. C, Hawkes both for information on several features of 
de Colchester complex, and for the plan (p, zi) which he has drawn to illustrate them. 

I s no we j responsible for the n^e which l have made of :his information, j 
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It may perhaps be added that on general considerations it would 
nor be at all odd if the earliest Roman occupation was in fact a continu- 
ous and haphazard development of the central Belgic kraah ;^nor need 
we be surprised at the apparent absence of pre-Roman defences for 
this central area. At Colchester, too, there was no apparent sign ot the 
innermost line of Belgic dykes before the excavations or 1930 began 
and so effectively had they been slighted after the Roman conquest 
that it took two seasons’ work before their true course and nature were 
understood. If a similar slighting occurred at Verulam we should 
expect as little tface of the earlier defences now as there was at Colchester 
before ioio, and the first settlers on the site after the Roman conquest 
mav well have remained entirely unprotected until after tile m.iAppy 
experience of Boudicca’s rebellion. But if the site itself remained the 
same before and after a.d. h would explain tar more easily than the 
sequence suggested by Dr Wheeler the early .grant of municipal status 
to a Yerulamium which showed a real continuin' with the native past. 
It would also provide not only an interesting parallel to the _ probably 
continuous evolution into Roman towns of some other Belgic centres 
like Silchester or Winchester, but also a further illustration of that 
delayed action in the establishment of deliberately p aimed Roman 
cities which Dr Wheeler's own work at Maiden Castle has so recently 
demonstrated. All this, however, must remain for the present mere 
speculation. Until the ; early Roman city ’ at Veruiammm has been 
explored our knowledge of the transition from Belgic to Roman 
conditions there must necessarily remain inadequate. And * « 
something of a jolt that we remind ourselves that the definitive settle- 
ment of this problem was to have been one of the mam purposes of 

Dr Wheeler’s work. . , , , , ^ j,„ 

When we reach the second Roman city we can be whole-heartedly 
grateful for the brilliant excavation, description and illustration of the 
defences and of some eleven acres of buddings in the interior. The 
picture here provided of the rise and fall ot civic hie in southern Britain 
is vivid, convincing and indispensable, and the sidelights on local 
conditions supplied by, for example, the unusual building wit 1 a ce ar, 
the votive deposits in’ the triangular temple, and the grisly remains 01 a 
sausage factory, will give food for thought to specialist and amateur 
alike The discussion of the dated mosaics and their coloured repro- 
duction— Mrs Wheeler’s superb stone -for-stone painting of the horned 
sea-vod (p. 14a) throws a fresh light on the versatility ot ner 
accomplishments— breaks fresh ground in a subject which, for ah its 
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familiarity to Romano British students, has long been crying out for 
scientific analysis, Dr W heeler makes an overwhelming case lor 
placing the construction of the defences in the second century ; ft 
must however be said that the Hadnanic date which he presses seems 
hardly warranted by the evidence which he gives. Almost all the 
material for fixing it comes from deposits which only provide a terminus 
post quern , and while the bulk of these deposits may be at latest Hadriamc 
they do include a few pieces which could be later ; notably a Samian 
fragment bv ci.vnamus (p. 58) dated by Dr F. Oswald between r 30 and 
150. How' long after this the pot to which it belonged may have been 
broken and its' fragments scattered, it is of course impossible to say. 
On the other hand there is really no dose evidence for a terminus 
ante quern at all, except that a repair in one of the gates had already been 
executed before a coin of Lucilla ( 1 47 — 183) gone out of use ! p. 7 -h 

This really tells us nothing, and a date about the middle of the century 
for tiie whole system would seem to strain the probabilities less than 
Dr Wheeler’s preference for the reign of Hadrian. This too would 
ht better with the dating of some elements in the contemporary internal 
re construction of the town. Here and there, indeed, the report pro- 
vides evidence for a reluctant surrender by the authors of a Hadrianic 
date for some of these buildings in the course of its preparation. 
Thus the plan of Building ni, r (p. 90, drawn in 1931) dates its first 
phase to the first half of the second century, while the text {ibid, pre- 
sumably written four years later), assigns it ‘ a constructional date not 
earlier than c . A.D. 130 \ Here it is only the accidental occurrence of 
a piece of cut-glass Samian among material otherwise mainly Hadriamc 
or earlier which lias forced the acceptance of the later date. One is 
left with the uneasy feeling that Dr Wheeler’s Hadriamc date for the 
walls may depend simply on the accidental absence of similar shards 
in his sections across the defences and the gates, A very close parallel 
might be quoted from the Aid bo rough (Isurium Brigantum) excava- 
tions of 1935. There too a Hadnanic date for the walls at first seemed 
certain from the underlying deposits which were predominantly 
Trajanic and earlier ; bur die presence of two or three possibly An tomne 
shards (including, as here, one of ciknaMUS) has convinced the 
excavators that the defences of Isurium cannot be sufcsy dated before 
the reign, of Pius A 

When we turn to the end of Yentlam’s story, the report bustles with 


* Report shortly to be published in the Yorks. Arch , Journal. 
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unsolved problems. In spite of the documentary evidence lor the 
survival of the citv in some sense into the first half of the ftftti cenmry, 
the hope of finding any substantial remains or the Wusarn which St 
Germans visited m ^9 has remained no more than a hope Not 
only so but in all the areas excavated in the southern part of die town 
both the structural evidence and the coin-finds make it clear that urban 
life hereabouts had for all practical purposes ceased long be.ore the 
davs of St. Germans : 1 after the Constants m-rae there is no 
evidence, throughout the eleven acres jexcavated], of the bull g 
re-building of a single '.vail f (p. 29). Yet, as the excavation ot the 
theatre and the adjacent temple abundantly showed, the centra area 
of the city was still very much alive m a rather parasitic fashion m t. re 
later part of the fourth century and its inhabitants were treating ! both 
their public buildings and their money with that light-hearted abandon 
which seems to have prevailed everywhere in tne last days of Roman 
Britain. Was this shrinkage gradual or sudden , How much ol 
citv shows this extended occupation- Was there a hard and f^t 
line between the deserted and inhabited areas or any attempt to m 
provise defences for the Latter ? These are questions not only of loom 
but of general historical importance, and Verulammm provides perhaps 
the best chance anywhere in Britain of illuminating the probfenK 1 they 
imply But Dr Wheeler has no answers to them in the present report, 
and we can only hope that he will soon find the opportunity to take up 

aiTriin this very important part oi his unfinished tas^. 

^ One matter Ly be briefly mentioned. The neceearty 

of forcing the account of this extensive campaign 

limits of a single manageable volume has compelled the authors to 
perform miracles of compression and selection at the display of their 
material. But our admiration for the juogment which they have 
shown in this most difficult of tasks , cambe pardo nably blended with h 
regret that it was necessary at all. Take the pottery .P * 

The Be Die series from Wheathampstead and Prae Wood have been 
rightly illustrated in full and these, supplemented by the Colchester 

material which should shortly be published, will ^ T^rVrte RoLm 
authoritv on Belgic ceramics in this country But with the Roman 
pottery "things are different. The Samian, of which quants must 
have come from closely dated deposits, has not been P ub[l ^ ; 
and this is the more unfortunate m view of the doubts about tht v 
sometimes accorded to Samian for dating purposes which have recently 
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been voiced by high authority in the Journal of Roman Studies . 1 The 
evidence of Verulam ought to be made available to throw what light 
it can on a controversy which is of fundamental importance in the 
development of scientific methods in Romano -British archaeology. 

Then again Verulam might have been made the occasion for a 
thorough classification of Roman fashions in coarse pottery in southern 
Britain, A really comprehensive series of coarse pottery forms reliably 
dated on their own merits from a single south-midland site is one of the 
main desiderata of Romano- British archaeology and Verulam _ is in 
many ways the ideal site to provide it. The material must be available, 
but a one-volume report has obviously no room tor such a senes. It 
is indeed remarkable that drawings of as many as eighty-four Roman 
pots have somehow been squeezed in. They consist however almost 
entirely of groups from lour or five sealed deposits which arc of special 
importance for dating the defences art d other excavated buildings* and 
no fewer than sixty-three of them belong to die second century, VVhile 
we must be duly grateful for them, they are thus no adequate substitute 
for a really comprehensive series, for from the later periods^ the third 
and fourth centuries, practically no pottery has yet been illustrated 
at all. What is clearly wanted is a companion volume to the present 
report and it should not only contain the Samian and coarse pottery „ 
but also type series of the many varieties of small objects for whose 
proper classification the excavations must have provided much new 
evidence, 

A point of minor detail may be mentioned in conclusion* Bede s 
words (Hist. Ecdes . I* 7) suggesting continuity of Christian worship 4 
through the early Saxon centuries on the site of St* Alban’s martyrdom 
perhaps deserve a mention on p. 35, especially as they show that if 
Offa ready bad difficulty in locating the saint's tomb in the eighth 
century, the 1 lapse in the Christian tradition at Veruiamium r can be 
closely dated between 73 1 f when Bedels History was mushed, and 793 
when QiTTs search took place ; a somewhat unexpected conclusion. 
The book on the whole is excellently printed but something lias gone 
wrong with the date of discovery of the Colchester temples on p, 133, 
and with the reference to Bede on p. 33 m, where L Historia Ecclenae vu 
should be L Historia Ecclesi&stiea l, 7 \ and it was a little disconcerting 
to the present reviewer to find bis name spelt * M yras J on p- 1 r 5; 

1935, xxv, *87 ff, 

* In quo . . . loco usque ad hanc diem curalio mnimonjm, et frequenfium operate 
virtvtum edehrari nan desinit. 
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The greater pan of this review has been deliberately taken up not 
50 much with the positive achievements of the authors’ work at 
Veruiamium as with what may be termed its negative results, the old 
questions which they have not answered, and the new problems which 
they have created but not solved, A two-fold justification may be 
pleaded for tins somewhat ungracious procedure : first, that the 
positive achievements are so notable and their exposition so excellent 
that to concentrate on them would have turned this notice into a 
tedious procession of superlatives \ and secondly the very real danger 
that these negative results may be forgotten in the chorus of applause 
which tire appearance of this report has naturally and rightly evoxeu. 

And there is a final moral to be drawn. It will be apparent on a 
moment’s reflection that these negative results could have been turned 
into positive achievements of even greater significance than 'hose Imre 
recorded if rather more time had been allowed for the excavations, and 
rather more space for their publication, I he plain man s quarrel with 
Dr Wheeler and the Society of Antiquaries is not with what they have 
done at St, .Albans, for that could hardly be bettered— it is with their 
failure to do more. It must from the start have been obvious that 
Veruiamium is far too big a site to yield all its secrets in five years, 
and that a single volume is far too small a space for the proper record 
even of five years : work. "Yet there is no hint in this ieport 01^ a 
recognition of these obvious fuels, no discussion Qs. prospects for 
the future. And it is even true to say that the casual reader of th is 
beautiful and brilliant book might well draw from it the impression 
that it contains all that is worth knowing about the Belgic and toe two 
Roman cities of Veruiamium. This air of finality is both needless and 
misleading. If attention has here been concentrated on some of the 
secrets which the site still holds, it has been in the fervent hope that 
the very excellence oi the work^that has been done will not prevent 
the recognition of their persistence, and above ah will not deier for long 
a fresh effort to bring them to the light* 
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